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The existence of a unitary form of government is one of
the reasons why Britain is able to manage without a written
Constitution. Where powers are divided between the center
and the regions, as in a federal system, it must be laid down
what powers the different authorities possess. A convenient
way of defining this division of powers is in a written Con-
stitution. But in Britain all power in the last resort belongs to
the central Parliament. Parliament is supreme and could, if it
wished, abolish the whole complex structure of local govern-
ment by simple legislative enactment.
Another important characteristic of the British Consti-
tution is that there is no rigid separation of governmental
powers. Montesquieu thought the English system of govern-
ment during the eighteenth century was successful because
there was a clear division of powers between the executive,
legislative, and judicial branches of government.10 Many of
the leaders of the American Revolution had read Montes-
quieu's work and determined to establish a system of separated
powers in the newly independent America.11 But Montes-
quieu had exaggerated the extent to which powers of govern-
ment were in fact separated in England; moreover, the English
system of government was in a state of flux at the time of his
visit (1729-1730).
In contemporary Britain it is possible to distinguish be-
tween executive, legislative, and judicial functions of govern-
ment, but there is no rigid rule which lays it down that these
functions shall be performed by distinct and separate persons
or bodies. The Lord Chancellor, for example, performs judi-
cial, legislative, and executive functions. The Cabinet, as
Bagehot emphasized, is a fusion of the executive and legisla-
10 Montesquieu, Charles Louis de Secondat, De VEsprit des Lots,
1748.
11 James Madison, in No. XLVII of the Federalist essays (1787-1788),
described government in which powers were not separated as "the very
definition of tyranny."